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ABSTRACT – This paper explores the intimate connections between art and death 
on the basis of an analysis of the short story “The Oval Portrait” by Edgar Allan 
Poe. This story can be interpreted as a metaphor for the act of artistic creation 
and its ambiguous relationship with living reality. Poe gives us an inversion of the 
famous myth of Pygmalion: instead of a lifeless artwork becoming a living girl, 
he describes the transformation of a living girl into a static work of art. Artistic 
representation, the tale seems to suggest, by its nature implies the destruction of 
the very reality it depicts. This idea is best understood against the background of 
the age-old debate on the nature of mimesis – the relation between the image 
and the original. Poe’s story, it will be argued, provides a remarkable perspective 
on Plato’s influential condemnation of art, and constitutes a vivid demonstration 
of poststructuralist theories of ‘simulacra’, ‘simulation’, and ‘hyperreality’. “The 
Oval Portrait” dramatically confronts us with the murderous capacity inherent in 
the principle of representation.
INTRODUCTION
Imagine a wounded traveler, taking refuge in an abandoned castle in the Italian 
mountains. The man enters a small room inside the castle, and lies down on 
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the bed to recover from his wound. He begins to study the paintings that cover 
the walls, and in a little book found on his pillow, he reads the history of their 
creation. His eye is especially caught by a small portrait of a young girl, which 
has a mesmerizing and somewhat unsettling effect on him. The expression of 
this portrait is extremely lifelike. Turning to his little book, our traveler starts 
to read the story behind this fascinating painting. He finds out that the portrait 
depicts the artist’s bride. This painter was so obsessed by his art, so taken up 
by his struggle to create the perfect representation of life, that he failed to 
notice how his wife’s health steadily declined as he was painting her. With every 
brushstroke the vital powers faded from her body. When at last the artist had 
finished his portrait, he exclaimed triumphantly: “This is indeed Life itself!” – 
only to find that his wife had died.
Thus ends the short story “The Oval Portrait” by Edgar Allan Poe. As this brief 
summary makes clear, Poe’s story raises issues that are central to the topic 
of this volume, focusing as it does on the intimate connections between art 
and death. The following paper will not, however, address examples of the 
cultural or artistic representation of death, but will instead consider the idea of 
representation itself as involving a form of death. I will discuss the way in which 
the story of “The Oval Portrait” brings out a fundamental paradox at the heart 
of the artistic process, and dramatizes its ambiguous relationship with living 
reality. The thematic structure of Poe’s tale will be shown to involve an exact 
reversal of the famous story of Pygmalion as told by Ovid, both stories offering 
contrasting images of the nature of artistic creation. I relate the comparison 
of these two stories to a discussion of the perennial debate concerning the 
nature of mimesis. “The Oval Portrait”, it will be argued, offers a remarkable 
window from which to consider Plato’s infamous criticism of art, as well as the 
poststructuralist notion of the ‘simulacrum’. Specifically, the tale can be read as 
a vivid demonstration of Baudrillard’s theory of ‘simulation’, in which the model 
is replaced by the image and reality gives way to ‘hyperreality’. 
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REPRESENTATION, MURDER, IMMORTALITY
“The Oval Portrait” can be read as an allegory or metaphor for the act of artistic 
representation in general. The tragic history of the painting dramatically evokes 
an underlying opposition between art and nature, between the image and the 
original. In the course of the portrait’s creation, the painted version of the girl 
gradually develops into a rival of the living girl. While the artist was working to 
create an absolute likeness of his wife, his real wife was slowly withering away. 
The more the picture began to attain a ‘life’ of its own, the more the girl’s powers 
began to fade – until, in the end, the painting achieved the ultimate lifelike 
perfection, and there was nothing left of the model: the wife has literally been 
‘painted to death’. The conclusion of this story seems to be that the perfect 
imitation can only be achieved at the cost of the death of the original. In other 
words, the creation of true art goes hand in hand with the destruction of nature, 
of life itself. The picture mirrors the original, but at the same time replaces, and in 
a sense abolishes, it. The inherent paradox lies in the fact that, while destroying 
the life of the model, the artist has simultaneously given shape to a new kind of 
life. Although the girl dies, at the same time she obtains immortality because of 
the painting; she lives on forever inside her portrait. The painter emerges from 
the story both as a killer and as a creator of new, eternal life. As this brief analysis 
already shows, Poe’s story implies an ambiguous and complex relation between 
the realms of art, life and death. The tale revolves around the paradoxical 
connection of creation and destruction, murder and birth: all these opposites are 
united in the act of artistic creation.
The way in which the process of murderous representation functions in this story 
has been compared by several critics to the concept of vampirism.1 During its 
creation, the painting is sucking the life-powers out of its model and using these 
powers to start leading a life of its own. In one particular sentence of the story, 
this link with vampirism is especially prominent: “He [i.e. the painter] would not 
see that the tints which he spread upon the canvas were drawn from the cheeks 
1 See e.g. James Twitchell, “Poe’s 
‘The Oval Portrait’ and the 
Vampire Motif,” Studies in Short 
Fiction 14 (1977): 387-393.
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of her who sat beside him.”2 We seem to witness a kind of transfusion, whereby 
the life and vitality are transferred from the girl to the painting. The image can 
be said to be feeding on the original like a vampire, and the portrait is almost 
literally painted in the girl’s blood. This reading, however, merely involves the 
replacement of one metaphor by another. If the tale itself was already read as a 
metaphor for the destructive nature of art, then the introduction of the vampire 
theme only adds a second one. The implication of the story remains the same: 
the creation of art implies the abolishment of the original; the girl falls victim to 
what we may call ‘death by representation’.
But this is not the only way to explain the disastrous history of the oval portrait. 
There is also a more personal side to the tragedy, which, although somewhat 
less relevant to our present purposes, should not be left unmentioned. A second 
explanation for the death of the girl may be found in her unhappy relationship 
with her husband, the artist. The tale strongly emphasizes the painter’s complete 
obsession by his artistic endeavours. His passion for art was so extreme that the 
man could be described as “having already a bride in his Art” before marrying 
the girl of flesh and blood.3 From the beginning, it seems, art has been the girl’s 
rival for the love and attention of her husband. As a result, she is “dreading only 
the pallet and brushes and other untoward instruments which deprived her of 
the countenance of her lover”.4 The painter seems to spend most of his time 
with his first ‘bride’, neglecting the human love that his wife has to offer. During 
the creation of the portrait, the artist only has eyes for his product, failing to 
notice the slow deterioration of his wife as a result. These elements of the story 
offer a more personal or emotional reason for the girl’s death, as opposed to 
the representational one described earlier. Within these two interpretations, the 
unlucky girl has two different rivals: art – her husband’s first love, and her mirror-
-image in the portrait, which is robbing her of her life and slowly replacing her. 
These two rivals, it seems, can in fact be regarded as one and the same. The 
portrait may be considered to represent art as a whole, as it is the embodiment 
of the painter’s passion for art, and the focal point of his artistic ambition. At the 
2 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Oval 
Portrait,” in Edgar Allan Poe’s 
Annotated and Illustrated Entire 
Stories and Poems, ed. Andrew 
Barger (New York: Bottletree 
Books, 2008), 428-430. 
3 Ibid. 429.
4  Ibid. 
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same time, on a different level, the painting represents the real, living girl. It is, 
after all, an image in her likeness. In this way, the portrait presents an image of 
the first bride and the second bride at once. In my view, the painter’s desire to 
depict his wife in painting should be seen as an attempt to merge the two brides 
into one; to create a unification embodied in the painting.5 But this attempt fails: 
although his wife is translated into a painting, she dies in the process, and in the 
end the first bride – art – is triumphant.
PYGMALION REVERSED
An important point of reference for “The Oval Portrait” is the story of Pygmalion 
as told by Ovid in his Metamorphoses.6 Pygmalion was a sculptor who created 
a beautiful, lifelike statue of a girl and subsequently fell in love with it. With 
the help of the goddess Venus, the statue was granted the gift of life, and the 
artist married his now living creation. Ovid and Poe’s stories possess remarkable 
similarities, as well as significant differences. Both stories involve a gifted, inspired 
artist, striving to create the perfect artwork: the perfect lifelike image of a girl. 
The essence of this artwork is closely bound up with the identity of the artist’s 
wife. However, the consequences of the act of artistic creation described in the 
two stories are extremely different: whereas Pygmalion succeeds in creating a 
living bride for himself, the work of Poe’s artist results in the death of his bride. In 
both cases, the boundaries between art and living reality are crossed. In relation 
to the image representing the artist’s wife, we witness a confusion or conflation 
of the realms of art and nature. But the crossing of boundaries that occurs in 
Poe’s story turns out to be an exact reversal of the one in the Pygmalion myth. 
Instead of an artwork becoming a living girl, “The Oval Portrait” shows us the 
transformation of a living girl into an artwork.7  
Just like Poe’s story, the myth of Pygmalion can also be interpreted as a metaphor 
for the artistic process in general. Pygmalion’s achievement represents the ability 
of the true artist to equal life – even to create life – by means of his art. It will be 
5 This view is shared by Elisabeth 
Bronfen, “The Lady is a Portrait,” 
in Over Her Dead Body: Death, 
Femininity and the Aesthetic 
(Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1992), 111-112.
6 Metamorphoses, trans. Frank 
Justus Miller, Loeb Classical 
Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1916), X.243-297.
7 A difference is of course that, 
in the Pygmalion story, the 
statue and the girl are one and 
the same, while in “The Oval 
Portrait”, the artist’s bride and the 
painting are two distinct entities. 
However, as the existence of the 
girl is so intimately linked with 
the existence of the portrait, the 
girl’s life decreases in proportion 
to the progress of the painting. I 
think it is justified to speak of a 
transformation in this case as well, 
as the living girl is translated or 
transformed into her portrait.
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evident that these two allegories offer completely different pictures of the nature 
of representation and of the relation between art and reality. Where Pygmalion 
succeeds with his creation in bringing life into lifeless and inanimate material, the 
artistic ambition of Poe’s painter leads to the exact opposite: it reduces real life 
to an inanimate object.
PLATO AND THE QUESTION OF MIMESIS
Both of these stories are, of course, fundamentally concerned with the age-old 
question of mimesis – the relation between the image and its original. Mimesis 
is one of the oldest terms in literary and aesthetic theory, and has been a central 
concept in this field of study from the very beginning. Whether we choose to 
translate it as imitation, emulation, representation, simulation, dissimulation, 
doubling, correspondence, depiction, or resemblance, it is clear that this has in 
fact always been the fundamental issue underlying all efforts to make sense of 
art and its place in the world. The precise nature of the mimetic process, and the 
ontological status that should be ascribed to the artwork as a result, have been 
subject to extensive and varied discussions throughout the centuries.8 There 
are many ways to approach this question, but nearly every new treatment of 
the topic takes the form of a direct response to the writings of the philosopher 
who initiated the discussion – Plato. In fact, the stories told by Poe and Ovid can 
be most usefully compared when related to Plato’s famous ideas about art and 
representation. A brief outline of the basic traits of his theory will demonstrate 
more clearly the relevant issues at the heart of these stories.
In Book X of the Republic, Plato launches a notorious attack against artists 
(specifically poets) and their creations. Starting point of his critique is the idea that 
art is always a representation of something else; every form of artistic creation 
necessarily takes nature as its model. According to this theory, the basic principle 
of mimesis involves the imitation of objects in the physical world. It is an attempt 
to create – through the medium of art – a copy or likeness of the objects that 
8 For an influential history of the 
concept, see Erich Auerbach, 
Mimesis: The Representation of 
Reality in Western Literature, 
trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2003), 
first published in 1946. More 
recent studies include Gunter 
Gebauer and Christoph Wulf, 
Mimesis: Culture, Art, Society, 
trans. Don Reneau (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1995); Stephen 
Halliwell, The Aesthetics of 
Mimesis: Ancient Texts and 
Modern Problems (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002); 
and Matthew Potolsky, Mimesis 
(New York: Routledge, 2006). 
journal of the lucas graduate conference | 87
MIchIel j. o. verheIj
present themselves to our senses. However, as is well known, Plato considered 
the material world of sensory perception already as an imperfect copy of the 
transcendental world of eternal and immutable forms or Ideas. Consequently, 
the artistic product is found to be a representation of a representation, twice 
removed from the original. As an example of his theory, Plato discusses the 
fashioning of a bed. Whenever a craftsman creates a bed out of wooden material, 
he will imagine in his mind a general prototype of a bed, and shape his material 
after this image. In other words, the process implies the existence of an original 
form of bed that precedes the one created by the craftsman. Now, if an artist 
would decide to paint a picture of a bed, he will use as his model the wooden 
bed produced by the carpenter. This example presents us with three different 
beds, each with its own ontological status and its own measure of truthfulness. 
First we have the eternal prototype, the product of a divine creator. This original 
should be regarded as the one true bed. Secondly, there is the physical bed, 
created by the craftsman in the image of the transcendental Idea. Only in the 
third and last place do we find the painting, presenting a likeness of the material 
object, thereby occupying the lowest place on this representational ladder. Not 
surprisingly, Socrates and his interlocutor reach the following conclusion when it 
comes to the artists’ occupation:
 ‘I think the most suitable thing to call [the painter] would be a 
representer of the other’s creations,’ he said.
 ‘Well, in that case,’ I said, ‘you’re using the term “representer” for 
someone who deals with things which are, in fact, two generations away from 
reality, aren’t you?’
 ‘Yes,’ he said.
 ‘The same goes for tragic playwrights, then, since they’re representers: 
they’re two generations away from the throne of truth, and so are all other 
representers.’ 
It is important to note that, according to Plato, every subsequent imitation 
necessarily fails to live up to the standard of the original. The carpenter is only 
 ‘I think the most suitable thing to call [the painter] would 
be a representer of the other’s creations,’ he said.
 ‘Well, in that case,’ I said, ‘you’re using the term 
“representer” for someone who deals with things which are, in 
fact, two generations away from reality, aren’t you?’
 ‘Yes,’ he said.
 ‘The same goes for tragic playwrights, then, since they’re 
representers: they’re two generations away from the throne of 
truth, and so are all other representers.’9
9 Plato, Republic, trans. Robin 
Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), X.597e.
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capable of creating an imperfect and inferior copy of the Idea. The same applies 
in turn to the painter, who does not depict the wooden bed as it really is, but 
merely as it appears to be. A painter, after all, is only focused on the external 
characteristics of the object he is representing, not on its true nature. A painting 
can create a suggestion of presence, but in reality this suggestion rests only on 
the outward appearance of the artwork. In other words, the art of representation 
according to Plato is based exclusively upon a superficial contact with the 
objects that are represented. The artist has no true knowledge of the things he 
is depicting. As Socrates remarks: “An image-maker, a representer, understands 
only appearance, while reality is beyond him.”10 
The chain of imitations we have been describing is accompanied by a steady 
decline in truthfulness. Plato’s theory presents us with a sliding scale of copies, 
each new one being of lower status than the previous in relation to reality and 
understanding. As a result of these mediations, an artwork can only take its 
audience further away from reality, instead of pointing towards it. In Plato’s view, 
art becomes a treacherous and deceptive medium, placing itself between us and 
the original, leading our minds away from the truth.
PLATO, PYGMALION, POE
Let us now return to our initial two stories: what do Plato’s ideas about mimesis 
tell us about “The Oval Portrait” and Pygmalion’s statue? Firstly, if we read 
the myth of Pygmalion as an allegorical tale about the nature of art, it could 
be regarded as a positive response to the severe criticism put forward by Plato. 
Instead of a deceptive copy of life – an inferior derivative of the physical world 
– Pygmalion’s statue actually becomes a real living girl. This story demonstrates 
that true art can transcend the status of mere representation and ascend to a 
higher level, where it becomes the equal of real life. This idea contrasts strongly 
with one of Plato’s sarcastic comments about painting in the Phaedrus: “The 
offsprings of painting stand there as if they are alive, but if anyone asks them 10 Ibid. X.601b.
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anything, they remain most solemnly silent.”11 Instead of just looking like a real 
living girl, Pygmalion’s statue eventually is an actual living presence. And although 
the girl does not speak in Ovid’s story, we may assume that, with the power of 
life, she has also obtained the faculty of speech. In other words, the chain of 
multiple mediations has been broken, and the artwork has climbed up one step 
on the ontological ladder. As Schmitz-Emans has put it: “Es geht damit um die 
Legitimation des ästhetischen Gebildes, das sich aus dem Status bloß tertiärer 
Wirklichkeit befreit.”12 The gap between the image and the object depicted, 
which was at the basis of Plato’s criticism, has been bridged. In this context, it 
is important to note that Pygmalion’s statue was never created as an imitation 
of a real living girl. Pygmalion did not use a model and he did not try to make 
an ivory copy of the girls he saw around him. In fact, he did just the opposite; 
he turned away from living women, disappointed by their shameful behavior. As 
Ovid tells us: “Pygmalion had seen these women spending their lives in shame, 
and, disgusted with the faults which in such full measure nature had given the 
female mind, he lived unmarried and long was without a partner of his couch.”13 
As a result of his revulsion, Pygmalion rejects the presence of women of flesh 
and blood, and decides to create a new, superior female form: “with wondrous 
art he successfully carves a figure out of snowy ivory, giving it a beauty more 
perfect than that of any woman ever born.”14 Pygmalion does not merely try to 
imitate life, but he tries to surpass it. When the statue comes alive at the end of 
the story, the girl is the equal of any living being, only more beautiful than nature 
could ever have created. Instead of a mere surrogate, as Plato would have it, 
Pygmalion’s creation is even better than the real thing.15 
Turning now to the “The Oval Portrait”, we see a very different picture 
emerging. Whereas the myth of Pygmalion paints a hopeful and triumphant 
picture of the abilities of artistic creation, Poe’s story, on the other hand, 
reverses this whole image, and demonstrates the destructive power of art. By 
dramatically illustrating the dangers and limitations of representation, the tale 
seems to mark a return to the negative viewpoint of Plato. Here we encounter 
11 Phaedrus, trans. Alexander 
Nehamas and Paul Woodruff 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1995), 
275d.
12 “It deals therefore with the 
legitimation of the aesthetic 
artefact, which liberates itself 
from its status of merely tertiary 
reality.” [editor’s translation] 
Monika Schmitz-Emans, “Der 
neue Pygmalion und das Konzept 
negativer Bildhauerei: Zu 
Varianten des Pygmalionstoffes 
in der modernen Literatur,” 
Zeitschrift fur Deutsche Philologie 
112 (1993): 165.
13 Metamorphoses, X.243-246.
14 Ibid. X.247-249.
15 This statement of course 
somewhat oversimplifies the 
matter. If we follow Plato’s theory 
of Forms closely, the enlivened 
statue still only possesses a reality 
of the second degree. After all, 
physical life is still a representation 
of the Forms, but the living 
statue does succeed in freeing 
itself from Plato’s condemnation 
of the artwork, and obtains an 
ontological status at least equal to 
that of the physical world.
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again Plato’s main theme, the antagonism between image and reality, and the 
damaging effects of the attempt to represent the physical world. Poe presents 
the death of the girl as the result of the creation of the painting, thus suggesting 
that art can become an enemy of reality. The implicit idea would be that artistic 
representation will only end up replacing the original object by a lifeless copy 
erected in its place.16  
Another element of the story that is reminiscent of Plato is the ‘chain’ or ‘ladder’ 
of consecutive representations and imitations. This structure, as we have seen, 
was fundamental to Plato’s theory of art. Like Plato’s example of the multiple 
beds discussed above, “The Oval Portrait” presents a multi-layered sequence of 
different copies. In the first place, there is the living, flesh and blood bride of 
the artist herself – who is, obviously, represented or translated onto the two-
dimensional surface of the canvas. But a new layer is added when the wounded 
traveler, who is also the narrator of the story, begins to describe the portrait 
he is looking at. He provides a detailed formal description of the external 
characteristics of the artwork: 
It was a mere head and shoulders, done in what is technically termed a vignette 
manner; much in the style of the favourite heads of Sully. The arms, the bosom, 
and even the ends of the radiant hair melted imperceptibly into the vague yet 
deep shadow which formed the background of the whole. The frame was oval, 
richly gilded and filigreed in Moresque. 
With this verbal rendition of the painting, the narrator repeats the process of 
representation that led to the creation of the artwork in the first place, thus 
adding yet another link to the chain.  His description is two steps removed 
from the living model, and – according to Plato’s theory – three steps removed 
from the original Idea. A final mimetic level is created by Poe’s short story itself, 
which provides the narrative framework within which all these other images 
are presented.18
It was a mere head and shoulders, done in what is technically 
termed a vignette manner; much in the style of the favourite 
heads of Sully. The arms, the bosom, and even the ends of the 
radiant hair melted imperceptibly into the vague yet deep shadow 
which formed the background of the whole. The frame was oval, 
richly gilded and filigreed in Moresque.17
16 It should be noted that this 
‘moral’ interpretation would 
ascribe a form of implicit self-
criticism to Poe’s story. After all, 
the writing of a story also involves 
a form of representation of ‘real 
life’. The same problem famously 
applies to Plato’s own writings, as 
they are themselves of a literary 
and ‘mimetic’ nature. However, a 
fuller analysis of the meta-poetical 
and self-reflexive character of 
Plato and Poe falls outside the 
scope of this article.
17 Poe, “The Oval Portrait,” 429.
18 In this way, the description 
by the narrator can be seen as 
analogous to the murderous act 
of the artist, and the narrator 
becomes an accomplice to the 
crime of representation. Cf. J. 
Gerald Kennedy, Poe, Death, and 
the Life of Writing (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1987), 61.
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SIMULACRA AND SIMULATION: POSTSTRUCTURALISM AND THE DISAPPEARANCE 
OF REALITY
To conclude our discussion, I will make a large jump in time, and pick up the 
debate about mimesis in our present age by briefly looking at the works of several 
poststructuralist thinkers. The story of “The Oval Portrait” can best be read as a 
perfect demonstration of the notion of the ‘simulacrum’, even though it was 
written long before this term attained its present significance. Although the idea 
of the simulacrum, just like that of mimesis, goes back to antiquity, it was taken 
up again in the latter part of the twentieth century by Gilles Deleuze and Jacques 
Derrida,19 who explicitly addressed Plato’s mimetic theory in an attempt to release 
art from his long-standing critical assessment, and offer a way out of the eternal 
mechanism of representation. These thinkers try to establish an inversion of Plato’s 
own formulations, suggesting the possibility of a copy without a true or singular 
original. In this ‘reversal of Platonism’, it is proclaimed that we no longer face the 
question of making a distinction between essence and appearance, or model and 
copy. Instead, these distinctions should be entirely abandoned. In this context, the 
simulacrum stands for an image that has completely broken free from any single 
original. This line of thinking should make it possible to envisage a situation where 
there is no longer any hierarchy, no ontological ladder of imitations – the simulation 
is itself the essence. This idea of an image without a model puts an end to art’s 
crucial dependence upon resemblance or similitude, and calls into question the 
ability to distinguish between what is real and what is represented. 
The same concept is also present within the work of Guy Debord, albeit in a much 
more pessimistic manner. In The Society of the Spectacle, he argues that early 
capitalism, based on the production of commodities, has been superseded by a 
new capitalism based on the production of images. Instead of products, we are 
now being sold mere appearances. Consumers are no longer striving to satisfy 
their needs, but are merely trying to live up to the artificially created images 
of desires. Debord famously proclaims that “all that was once directly lived has 
19 See esp. Gilles Deleuze, 
“The Simulacrum and Ancient 
Philosophy,” in The Logic of 
Sense, trans. Mark Lester and 
Charles Stivale (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1990), 
253-79; and Jacques Derrida, 
Dissemination, trans. Barbara 
Johnson (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1981).
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become mere representation.”20 In other words, mimesis is now woven into the 
fabric of reality itself.
The most famous theorist of the simulacrum, however, is undoubtedly Jean 
Baudrillard, whose ideas will provide a fitting conclusion to this discussion. 
Baudrillard’s bleak vision of the postmodern condition shows some similarity 
to Plato’s negative views on the nature of the image. Like Plato, he points 
out that copies and imitations lead us away from the truth and obstruct our 
perspective on reality. However, the specific content of Baudrillard’s critique 
is far removed from Plato’s theories. According to Baudrillard, in our present 
consumer society, characterized as it is by globalization and the omnipresence of 
mass media, there is no longer a place for the concepts of truth or authenticity. 
Reality has disappeared beneath a proliferation of superficial signs and images. 
These images – for instance the advertisements we are daily forced to watch 
on television – have gradually supplanted and superseded every trace of ‘real 
life’. Signs have taken the place of the concepts and objects they were meant 
to refer to, and the reality that used to hide behind the surface has evaporated. 
The central thought of Baudrillard’s work is his provocative claim that nature 
has been ousted by culture, and authenticity replaced by a deceptive illusion, a 
phantom – a simulacrum. This simulacrum may give the impression of gesturing 
toward an object in reality, but in fact it refers to nothing but itself. The underlying 
fundament has been lost, and we are left with nothing but a sign. In other words, 
the simulacrum indicates the absence, rather than the presence, of the thing it 
appears to represent.
To illustrate his theory, Baudrillard refers to the short story “On Exactitude 
in Science” by the Argentinian author Jorge Luis Borges.21 In this story, the 
inhabitants of a country have taken up the aim to create a map that indicates 
every single element of the landscape with the utmost precision. In order to 
achieve this end, the map has to be produced at a scale of 1:1 – that is to say, it 
ends up covering the entire surface of the country. As time goes by, the paper 
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20 Guy Debord, Society of 
the Spectacle, trans. Donald 
Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone 
Books, 1994), 12.
21 Jean Baudrillard, “The 
Precession of Simulacra,” in 
Simulations, trans. Paul Foss, Paul 
Patton and Philip Beitchman (New 
York: Semiotext[e], 1983), 1ff.
of the map deteriorates and disappears, and only a few fragments remain 
scattered throughout the landscape. Although it offers a vivid illustration of the 
process of simulation, in order to really fit Baudrillard’s theory, the ending of 
Borges’ story should be adapted. Not the map, but the landscape itself should 
slowly disappear. After all, according to Baudrillard, it is reality itself that gives 
way to the sign: “If we were to revive the fable today, it would be the territory 
whose shreds are slowly rotting across the map. It is the real, and not the map, 
whose vestiges subsist here and there.”22 The production of the map ushers in 
the death of the landscape; the picture replaces the object being pictured. The 
overabundance of images conceals the fact that, behind these signs, there is no 
longer any corresponding reality left. 
At this point, we have left the realm of representation, and entered that of 
simulation. After all, the notion of representation presupposes the presence of 
some form of external reality that is depicted in the image; it suggests a distinction 
between the original and the imitation. With the simulacrum, this distinction can 
no longer be made, and we can therefore no longer speak of representation – the 
image points to nothing outside itself. In a condition where everything is mere 
surface without depth, we can no longer distinguish between real and fake, or 
true and false. In this way, the simulacrum generates its own form of reality, or 
rather hyperreality, as Baudrillard calls it. He explains the process as follows: 
The age of simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all referentials – worse: 
by their artificial resurrection in systems of signs […]. It is no longer a question 
of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor even of parody. It is rather a question of 
substituting signs of the real for the real itself, that is, an operation to deter every 
real process by its operational double. 
In short, Baudrillard’s theory ascribes to images an inclination to displace 
reality, to destroy any object they represent until only the image itself survives. 
He describes this destructive quality in words which strongly bring out the 
The age of simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all referentials 
– worse: by their artificial resurrection in systems of signs […]. It is 
no longer a question of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor even of 
parody. It is rather a question of substituting signs of the real for 
the real itself, that is, an operation to deter every real process by 
its operational double.23 
22 Ibid. 2.
23 Ibid. 4.
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connection with Poe’s story of “The Oval Portrait”: “Thus perhaps at stake has 
always been the murderous capacity of images, murderers of the real, murderers 
of their own model.”24 
More than Borges’ story about the creation of the map, “The Oval Portrait” may 
be read as an exact dramatization of Baudrillard’s vision: the real girl is replaced by 
the sign, the image destroys the model. The copy gradually attains a form of (hyper)
reality exceeding that of the original, which is slowly but surely fading away. In the 
end, the girl dies, and all we are left with is the surface of the oval portrait.
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